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The problematic output at hand may have a further explanation, lying some- 
where in between the extremes of morphosyntactic processing and rote repeti- 
tion. In this perspective, the interlanguages in question are sufficiently mature 
to recognise lexical items, so that these can be stored in working memory not 
as bare sequence of sounds, but as meaningful chunks. At the same time, form- 
function associations between case endings and the corresponding grammatical 
meaning have not yet developed. The learners may well be aware that Polish 
words can appear in several word-forms: because of the implicit approach of the 
VILLA course, however, they have not yet identified the rule governing the use 
of different forms. These learners cannot yet produce meaningful utterances, but 
they repeat the lexical items in the word-form in which these were identified. 
Lexical items and word-forms, in other words, are not stored in phonological 
memory as meaningless strings of sounds, but recognised as lexical items in a 
given word-form, which could be considered as a sort of first step on the way to 
processing. Most probably, word-forms are not recognised in terms of function, 
ie. as "accusative", "object" or “patient”, but of form, as in "the form ending in 


-[e]". 


7.4.3 Competing scenarios 


The analysis of the implicational hierarchy of task difficulty showed that while 
its extremes are fairly solid, the two medial steps (OS comprehension and SO 
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repetition) received very similar scores and indeed vary in their relative order 
between T1 and T2. The question may be dealt with in terms of scenarios. Specif- 
ically, although scenario 3;3 does not violate any assumptions of the linguistic 
tasks, yet it is not part of the implicational scale of relative difficulty of task type 
/ word order combinations. This is because learners in this situation systemat- 
ically fail in the repetition of both SO and OS targets, but process them with 
above-chance accuracy in comprehension. Learners in the competing scenario 
3;1, in contrast, perform accurately in both test on SO targets, but only manage 
to successfully process OS ones in comprehension. The question is thus whether 
the processing of OS targets in comprehension presupposes SO repetition (as in 
scenario 3;1) or not (as in scenario 3;3). 

It seems a viable explanation that this should be a matter of learning style, 
some learners being more prone to start speaking earlier than others, who may 
prefer to focus on comprehension for a longer time. Indeed, the so-called "silent 
period", common to both L1 and L2 acquisition, exhibits dramatic individual vari- 
ability (Krashen 1985; Granger 2004). 

On the statistical side, moreover, one needs to be aware of family-wise errors, 
which refer to the possibility that because of the size of the dataset, the statistical 
test may return a small number of false positives, i.e. learners who in reality 
perform randomly but just happen, by chance, to obtain significant results. While 
the general tendencies highlighted in the analysis seem rather clear, results as to 
the exact number of learners achieving a given result should be handled with care. 
This is particularly true in the case of the implicational scales, which showed 
that while at T1 OS comprehension implies SO repetition, the opposite is true 
at T2. The difference in the number of learners achieving a significant result in 
one condition but not in the other, however, only amounted to five people. Thus, 
while the two extremes of the scale are very well defined, the two medial steps 
appear fairly close to each other in terms of difficulty. 


7.4.4 Effect of time 


The analysis of learner performance at T1 and T2 points to at least three major 
observations. First, the cluster corresponding to a full morphosyntactic principle 
(1:1) nearly doubles, suggesting that additional exposure indeed steers the inter- 
language towards the target variety. Second, the cluster corresponding to a bare 
positional principle significantly decreases in size, which indicates that although 
not all learners fully adopt the target-like morphosyntactic principle, at least they 
no longer generalise the default first-noun principle in all contexts. 
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Finally, greater dispersion is observed at T2 than at T1. This could be taken as 
evidence of various autonomous strategies of input processing being developed 
by learners as they test hypotheses regarding the structure of the target language. 

The analysis of evolutionary patterns did not produce conclusive results, ex- 
cept perhaps for the observation that the bulk of learners tends not to evolve over 
a 4h30 period. Further, while the L1 proved a meaningful factor in both inferen- 
tial statistics and cluster analysis, it does not seem helpful to identify preferential 
patterns of evolution over time. This may be due to the fact that the data set for 
each L1 group is too limited to identify any significant tendency. Further, the time 
elapsed between the two test times is probably too short. What one observes is 
in fact a picture taken from a collection of individual linguistic systems in fluid 
development. 


7.4.5 Role of the L1 


Three main groups may be identified on the basis of the interaction between 
morphosyntactic skills and L1. The group characterised by superior performance 
mainly comprises German and Italian learners. The English learners consistently 
perform above chance level only in the comprehension of SO sentence, the only 
target which can be successfully processed positionally. The performance of 
French and Dutch learners lies somewhere in between. 

The exclusive reliance of the English subjects on a positional principle hints 
to the rigid word order of the L1, in which pre-verbal position is the most reli- 
able indicator of subjecthood (MacWhinney et al. 1984). By the same token, the 
superior performance of the German learners can be explained by the presence 
of case in their L1, which also licenses flexible word order. The mid-range per- 
formance of French and Dutch learners perhaps reflects a similarly intermediate 
degree of word order flexibility as well as the absence of morphological case on 
nouns. 

The high performance of the Italian learners is somewhat problematic to inter- 
pret, as their L1 does not encode case marking on nouns and only allows limited 
flexibility in word order (Jezek 2003; 2011; 2016). Nonetheless, such limited but 
systematic variability may suggest that Italian speakers are used to identifying 
the subject of the verb independently of its position in the sentence: effectively, 
MacWhinney et al. (1984) show that in this language the subject is identified most 
univocally not by word order, but by subject-verb agreement, although this ob- 
servation is not directly relevant here as both nouns in the test target sentences 
could agree with the verb. Nevertheless, it may be hypothesised that thanks to 
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their L1, Italian speakers are facilitated in the analysis of inflectional morphol- 
ogy, an ability (not a structure!) which they might have transferred from the L1, 
where some OS constructions are indeed possible. 


7.5 Learner semi-spontaneous production 


Chapter 7 presented a qualitative and quantitative analysis of learner output in 
the context of a semi-spontaneous production task, in which the target structure 
of this book can be examined under radically different conditions compared to 
the structured tasks considered in the previous chapters. 

The qualitative analysis highlighted that unlike the target sentences of the 
structured tasks, but in full accordance with the input, subjects are mainly in- 
stantiated by pronouns or person names. Object case marking is subject to much 
variability, ranging from virtually target-like performance to a systematic overex- 
tension of the -[a] ending. In any case, only SO targets were produced. Particular 
attention was paid to the output of those participants who repeated the same 
lexical item more than once, as it was deemed helpful to determine whether a 
systematic principle applied, or whether on the contrary random variability oc- 
curred in the data. The former possibility proved clearly predominant. 

The quantitative analysis consisted in the computation of a binary score in- 
dicating whether or not the learner considered may be thought to have applied 
a morphosyntactic principle when producing output. This score was then com- 
pared to its equivalent measure computed in Chapter 6, which indicates whether 
or not the morphosyntactic principle can be thought to have been relied upon in 
the structured tests. The results show that performance is systematically lower 
in the semi-spontaneous production task than in the structured tasks, although 
the target sentences produced were arguably easier from a cognitive point of 
view, since no OS construction appears in the data. 

The ability to manage morphosyntax in an interactional context can thus be 
seen as the last step of the hierarchy identified for the structured tests: 

SO production D OS repetition > OS comprehension D SO repetition > SO 
comprehension. 

Since according to the “meaning first” principle the successful expression of 
referential meaning has priority over grammatical accuracy, it seems reasonable 
that learners should accurately case-mark nouns only once that process has be- 
come rather automatized in their interlanguage, so as not to subtract resources 
to the management of meaningful communication. In untimed structured tests, 
on the contrary, there is no “real” communicative situation to focus on, so that 
learners may devote all available resources to the linguistic task at hand. 
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Such results are fully compatible with the Limited Attentional Capacity Model 
proposed by Skehan & Foster (2001), predicting that the greater the complexity 
of the task, the more learners will have to choose how to allocate their limited 
attentional resources while always privileging the processing of meaning over 
form. Even though the structures produced in spontaneous speech are less com- 
plex than those encountered in the structured tests (no OS utterances were re- 
quired or produced), learners engaging in an interactional production task have 
to face a number of difficulties which are extraneous to structured tests. First, in 
addition to retrieving lexical items and producing them in the appropriate word- 
form, they need to keep track of the discourse situation and adapt their output 
to the interlocutor in real time. Further, the expression of meaning is functional 
to achieving a concrete objective, which, although not necessarily important to 
the learners, still represents the true objective of the task. 

It is impossible to tell whether the absence of OS structures reflects a lack of 
morphosyntactic skills or simply the fact that they were not needed in the com- 
municative situation considered. Indeed, OS structures typically serve the pur- 
pose of topicalising the object in order to create contrastive emphasis, an effect 
which there was no need or opportunity to produce. Therefore, it is impossible 
to directly test Robinson’s (2001; 2005) hypothesis that more complex tasks tend 
to elicit more complex and accurate language. 

Based on the data presented in this chapter, the morphological variability of 
individual lexemes may be investigated, too. This is a problem concerning the ba- 
sic word-form in learner varieties, i.e. the word-form which is typically overex- 
tended to all contexts by those learners who are not yet ready to functionally 
manipulate inflectional morphology. Klein & Perdue (1997: 311) observe that in 
the Basic Variety "lexical items typically occur in one invariant form. It corre- 
sponds to the stem, the infinitive or the nominative in the target language; but it 
can also be a form which would be an inflected form in the target language". Later 
on, however, these apparently random phonological forms become the basis for 
the development of systematic morphological contrasts, in which a difference in 
form corresponds to a difference in meaning. Indeed, the VILLA production data 
discussed by Bernini (2018b) and Dimroth (2018: 28-33) provide some evidence 
regarding the beginning of this process. Unfortunately, not much can be con- 
tributed based on the production data discussed in this book. Even when they 
are repeated several times in the speech of the same participant, lexical items 
in the object function tend to occur in the same word-form. When that is the 
nominative case, it is quite clear that the lexical item simply occurs in its basic 
word-form. If the -[e] form is consistently produced, on the other hand, one still 
cannot tell if a morphosyntactic principle is being applied, or if on the contrary 
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that lexical item, for that learner, simply presents a basic word-form in -[e]. In 
other words, the presence of the marked form is not sufficient to postulate the 
existence of a productive opposition: in order to do that, ideally, the same lexical 
item should appear in various word-forms, and the same inflectional morpheme 
should be applied to several lexical items (see Pienemann 1998 and Pallotti 2007 
for a discussion of the emergence criterion). Otherwise, the possibility cannot be 
excluded that a specific word simply occurs in its basic word-form, which in 
principle can be modelled on any form of the paradigm, including the marked 
term of an opposition. Even though the VILLA project regrettably does not con- 
tain enough semi-spontaneous production data to proceed along these lines, a 
clear tendency emerges from all the tasks considered in this study, whereby the 
overextension of the NOM ending -[a] is the almost exclusive source of errors. 

Finally, the comparison of learner output in the two different contexts of semi- 
spontaneous production and the structured tests raises the question which out- 
put should be taken as representative of the learner’s morphosyntactic process- 
ing skills. To answer, one should first consider that the production task involves 
the production of a message, the structured tests only require its comprehension 
and repetition. From a cognitive point of view they thus appear intrinsically less 
complex, although the target sentences may be more demanding, as indeed was 
the case. 

Secondly, at least some learners proved able to accurately produce inflectional 
morphology in the structured tests, but only under very specific conditions, in 
which no time pressure or interactional patterns were present. In this perspec- 
tive, it seems that the real question is whether or not initial learners can produce 
accurate morphology in a real (or realistic) communicative situation. Based on 
the data presented in this chapter, it seems that the answer is that some can, 
although they will only rely on a selection of the structures which they could 
master in the structured tests, at least in principle. Moreover, the presence of 
inflectional morphology does not change the basic utterance structure, which is 
fully comparable to that produced by learners who do not use inflectional mor- 
phology and exclusively rely on a positional principle. In this respect, it appears 
that in the production task inflectional morphology is something quite accessory 
to the expression of meaning, but which is required by the grammar of the tar- 
get language and by the instructional context in which acquisition takes place. 
Even in those learners who appear to be able to master morphology, the real 
communicative burden depends on word order and lexical item retrieval. 
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7.6 Limitations of the study and future directions of 
research 


To conclude this discussion, a few methodological limitations of the present study 
need to be discussed, which may contribute to further refine future research. 


7.6.1 The EI task 


The VILLA EI task has two major methodological problems, which increased the 
complexity of the analysis. 

The first concerns the assessment of target comprehension. In a task like the 
EIT, learner errors may stem from both a comprehension and a production fail- 
ure. A comprehension test, or, even better, a translation test applied to the test 
items of the EI test would provide precious information as to whether or not 
comprehension is target-like. The assessment of comprehension may also be per- 
formed through the distractor (e.g. a comprehension question), as indeed was 
done in previous studies (e.g. Erlam 2006). Timing the test could usefully bring 
the test closer to the context of time-constrained spontaneous speech. In fact, 
timed tasks are generally deemed more appropriate for accessing implicit com- 
petence (Ellis 2005). Such solutions seem helpful to make sure that learners aim 
at meaning and avoid focussing on form, in full accordance with the rationale of 
the test. 

The second point regards the distractor, which may not have been be the most 
appropriate. Drawing a simple geometrical figure does not necessarily inhibit 
working memory, as required by the EIT rationale. In addition to individual psy- 
chometric variation (e.g. working memory span), the ability to repeat a relatively 
long sentence without processing it for meaning may be attributable to a differ- 
ent approach to the task. Some learners might have taken a longer time to draw 
the picture, allowing their WM to fade. In contrast, others might have tried to 
complete the distracting phase as quickly as possible, perhaps while mentally re- 
hearsing the target. Indeed, the case of participants being able to repeat targets in 
the absence of comprehension clearly points to an insufficiency of the distractor. 

A more appropriate distractor should replace the content of their WM with 
new material, for instance by asking learners to perform simple calculations, read 
a sentence, answer a question, count from one to ten and backwards, or indeed 
a comprehension question, as stated above. Only then could one be sure that 
repetition really involves the re-coding of previously comprehended meaning. 
At the same time, excessively long and complex distractors may compromise 
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even the recall of semantic information, so that it is not easy to strike a perfect 
balance and determine the “ideal distractor”. 


7.6.2 Generalisability of results and communicative situation 


The results presented in this chapter should be generalised with caution, as they 
were obtained through a tightly structured experiment which significantly di- 
verges from realistic language use. Structured tests are designed to investigate 
specific aspects of a given target structure: in the present case, the learner’s abil- 
ity to identify and express agent and patient on the basis of inflectional mor- 
phology alone. This research question required the deliberate exclusion of other 
sources of information, such as prosody, semantics and context, on which both L1 
and L2 users would normally rely. More realistic interlanguage data can arguably 
be obtained through spontaneous production, as indeed is recommended in sev- 
eral theoretical approaches (see Krashen 1985; Perdue 1993; Pienemann 1998, to 
mention but a few). However, such procedure also greatly reduces the chances 
of encountering relatively rare structures such as the OS sentence under investi- 
gation here, which were deemed essential to investigate the role of inflectional 
morphology in the interlanguage. 

When results obtained through spontaneous production and through struc- 
tures tests are compared, significant performance differences often emerge. For 
instance, within the VILLA project Watorek et al. (2016) have shown that mor- 
phosyntactic accuracy is much poorer in a communicative Route Direction task 
than in two structured tests. The results of the structured tests thus only rep- 
resent the very best performance which learners can achieve under ideal con- 
ditions, but should probably not be expected in a more realistic communicative 
situation. 


7.6.3 A comprehensive view of morphosyntactic skills 


The EIT and the comprehension tasks were not originally designed to be paired: 
their correlation was made necessary by the EIT technical faults referred to 
above. As a result, the two tests are not directly comparable, the main difference 
being that they use words belonging to different paradigms. While the nouns 
used in the EIT all belong to the paradigm of feminine nouns in -a, the same is 
not true of the comprehension test, in which siostra is indeed a feminine noun in 
—a, but brat is a masculine animate noun in non-palatalised consonant. As case 
endings frequently encode different meaning across paradigms, the accusative 
form of masculine nouns is identical to the NOM of feminine ones, a situation 
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which is not encountered in the EIT. On the other hand, it must be said that 
this is not an unusual situation in natural languages, so much so that a sentence 
like siostra wola brata ‘the sister calls the brother’ is perfectly normal in Polish. 
At the same time, the contrast between words belonging to different paradigms 
may be easier to perceive. While the ACC case of masculine nouns is one sylla- 
ble longer and requires a stress shift, as in NOM polak /'polak/ but ACC polaka 
/po laka/, ’Pole’, the contrast between -[a] NOM and -[e] ACC as found in the 
feminine paradigm involves no stress shift, but only opposes two vowels which 
are not too different from an articulatory and perceptual point of view (Sisinni 
et al. 2013). 

Finally, it cannot be ignored that the comprehension task only includes two lex- 
ical items. The test target sentences did not occur in the input, which eliminates 
the risk of processing based on chunks. Nevertheless, greater lexical variability 
would be advisable in future work. 
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The present chapter summarises the results of the analysis presented so far and 
attempts to present a coherent, comprehensive picture of the initial acquisition 
of a morphosyntactic contrast. 

The methodological heart of both the repetition and the comprehension test 
is the intuition that the processing of inflectional morphology can be studied 
by manipulating word order: while SO targets can be processed by linking case 
endings to the corresponding functions or by relying on unmarked word order, 
only the former strategy will work with OS targets. 

Above-chance accuracy scores in the processing of OS targets, therefore, should 
represent evidence that the learner has established a solid form-function asso- 
ciation between case endings and the corresponding syntactic function. Even 
though the present study only considered a minimal sub-system of Polish gram- 
mar, comprising only two forms and two functions, the VILLA project is not a 
laboratory experiment exclusively targeting this point, and Polish is not an ar- 
tificial language: the learner’s task, while apparently easy, had to be performed 
while breaking into a completely new language, characterised by exotic phonol- 
ogy and vocabulary and dozens of forms and functions to match to each other. 
That learners should be able to do that was not obvious, and indeed not everyone 
succeeded in the task. 

The analysis of comprehension errors points to a very clear and not unex- 
pected effect of word order, whereby OS targets are characterised by a much 
higher error rate, whereas SO targets exhibit a ceiling effect for virtually all 
learners. These findings are in line the predictions and observations of numerous 
theoretical frameworks, including Processability Theory (Pienemann 1998; Baten 
2013; Artoni & Magnani 2015), Processing Instruction (VanPatten 1984; 1996; Van- 
Patten et al. 2013) and many others (e.g. Kempe & MacWhinney 1998; Jackson 
2007; Henry et al. 2009; Rankin 2014). There is clear processing advantage for SO 
word order, which is in accordance with its greater diffusion in the languages of 
the world and indeed in the VILLA participants’ L1s. 

The EI task and the semi-spontaneous production task also involve a produc- 
tion component, which makes it possible to observe the principles through which 
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learners attempt to express syntactic relations. While the nominative case in - 
/a/ is hardly ever repeated incorrectly, the accuracy rate for the accusative case 
varies greatly. When the latter is not repeated in a target-like manner, it is typi- 
cally substituted by the -/a/. This appears to be the single, invariable “basic word 
form” (Perdue 1993) for those learners who do not inflect nouns as required by 
the target sentence. The choice of the ending -a suggests that it is based on NOM 
case, presumably because of the more favourable distribution of the latter in the 
input. Indeed, cases in which the invariable word form is based on other inflected 
forms have been reported in the literature (e.g. Broeder et al. 1993; Gardarsdot- 
tir & Þorvaldsdóttir in preparation), but this question is beyond the scope of the 
present work. 

Since the EI test did not include a comprehension or translation component, 
learner production left some questions unanswered. In order to achieve a clearer 
picture, the results of the EI task were confronted with those of the compre- 
hension task, which makes it possible to identify a hierarchy of target structure 
difficulty: 

OS repetition > OS comprehension 5 SO repetition > SO comprehension 

While the two extreme points are quite incontrovertible, the hierarchy seems 
a little uncertain in its medial compartment, as OS comprehension and SO repe- 
tition are correctly processed by a roughly equal number of learners. In any case, 
the generally tendency shows a facilitatory effect for SO word order and com- 
prehension as opposed to OS and repetition. The reasons behind the learners’ 
preference for SO have been discussed above; regarding the EI task, it can be ar- 
gued that it is more complex than the comprehension test in that it encompasses 
it, while at the same time exerting other demands on the learner. According to 
most of the literature available, the EI task requires learners not just to repeat a 
string of sounds, but to decode it (just like in the comprehension test) and then 
re-produce it, both operations being performed on the basis of the present stage 
of interlanguage development. 

If one further considers the results of the semi-spontaneous production task, 
the target-like use of inflectional morphology is even less frequent than in OS rep- 
etition, which places this task at the left end of the hierarchy presented above. 
However, in the production task all transitive utterances have an SO structure. 
While nothing can thus be said as to the learners’ potential ability to use OS struc- 
tures in spontaneous production, it is also the case that some learners proved able 
to accurately use inflectional morphology in OS repetition, but failed to the same 
in SO structures in the production task. In this respect, the production task is cer- 
tainly more complex than the EI task because it requires participants to concen- 
trate not only on the form of the message, but also on its content and integration 


160 


in the interaction. It is not surprising that inflectional morphology should not 
be given priority (Klein 2002). Despite the absence of inflectional morphology 
in the speech of most participants, the meaning of utterances is usually retriev- 
able through alternative means, such as semantic and positional principles. The 
former rely on the fact that the nouns involved in transitive sentences usually 
differ in their animacy: animate nouns, specifically, have greater probabilities 
of performing the subject function, while the object function is more likely for 
inanimate nouns. In the rare cases in which both nouns are animate or inanimate, 
meaning is retrievable through the default SO word order. This observation too 
is fully compatible with vast evidence on utterance structure in the early stages 
of acquisition. 

The detailed analysis of the input reveals that OS targets only represent a small 
subset of all transitive structures, even though the input had been specifically ma- 
nipulated in order to provide learners with sufficient evidence as to this target 
structure. Moreover, strong tendencies were found regarding the associations be- 
tween syntactic functions (hence case endings) with animacy, the vast majority 
of subjects being instantiated by personal pronouns or person names and most 
objects being represented by inanimate nouns. Structures with referents not dif- 
fering in animacy are rare or absent altogether. The targets of the structured 
tests thus required a certain degree of generalisation involving new lexemes and 
semantic classes. Due to their object-like semantics, for instance, lexical items 
like matematyka, ‘maths’ only occurred in the input in their accusative form, 
yet, learners often produced them in an invariable word-form modelled on the 
nominative case, just like all other lexical items belonging to the same inflec- 
tional class. This result adds a precious piece of information to the debate on the 
factors affecting the choice of the basic word-form of a lexical item, and indeed 
on the development and complexification of learner varieties on the basis of the 
input (Hulstijn 2015). In the case of the VILLA input, the predominance of the 
ending [a] in learner output may be explained with reference to its strongest as- 
sociation to the meaning NOM compared to [e] ACC. In terms of construction 
learning, it thus seems that higher-level, more abstract constructions like the as- 
sociation between case endings and syntactic functions overcome more specific 
constructions, like that between a given referent and a specific, inflected word 
form. Alternatively, it cannot be excluded that the preference for [a] may be due 
to factors somewhat independent of the input, such as the fact that lexical items 
were always introduced using their citation form (the NOM in [a]). 

Turning to the role of the L1, it was predicted that speakers of a morphologi- 
cally complex language would be facilitated in the processing ofa complex target 
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morphological system. This turned out to be the case, as the German learners ex- 
hibited overall higher scores in both tests. Cross-linguistic influence turned out 
to be more complex than hypothesised, though, as the Italian speakers surpris- 
ingly performed almost just as well, despite the fact that their language does not 
express case on full nouns. The key seems to be in the fact that they showed ex- 
ceptionally good repetition skills, sometimes unrelatedly to the corresponding 
processing abilities. It could be hypothesised that the Italian lexical stress might 
play an important role in this respect: while often found on the penultimate sylla- 
ble, it is in principle free, which in turn could clear the learners from L1-induced 
bias in segmenting speech. These findings lead to two interesting observations. 
Firstly, it highlights the importance of perception and perceptual prominence in 
the (perhaps apparent) processing of morphology (Gallimore & Tharp 1981; Pe- 
ters 1985). Secondly, it raises stimulating doubts as to the nature as well as the 
validity of the EI task for our research purposes (Vinther 2002; Erlam 2006; Van 
Moere 2012). 

It is now possible to finally outline a fully comprehensive picture of learner 
processing skills in the earliest hours of SLA. First, a few learners proved able 
to process inflectional morphology in a structured test after only a few hours of 
exposure to the input, probably facilitated in this by their L1 (or possibly by other 
additional languages, e.g. Latin). The amount of input required to reach such re- 
sults in the structured test is variable, but a small group of participants was able 
to achieve target-like results by the first test time (9 hours). In contrast, the ma- 
jority of participants consistently applied a positional principle throughout the 
experiment in both comprehension and production. All L1 English learners fall 
within this group, which suggests a clear L1 effect. In between these extreme sce- 
narios, a variety of evolutional patterns may be observed. Results tend to become 
more target-like over time, which witness to the beneficial effect of further input, 
although no clear pattern could be identified. 

The use of inflectional morphology is rarest in the production task, in which 
even learners who proved able to successfully process OS targets in comprehen- 
sion and repetition switch back to a positional mode, in which nouns only exhibit 
an invariable ending. The lack of functional case marking had no effect on the effi- 
cacy of communication, though, as meaning was effectively transmitted through 
semantic and syntactic means, like animacy contrasts and default word order. It 
thus appears that while the structured tasks elicited the very best performance 
which the learner was capable of under laboratory conditions, in which the pro- 
ductive use of the target structure may well emerge. The "actual" competence, 
i.e. what the learner can do under pressure in a real communicative situation, or 
otherwise what the speaker needs to master in order to be, if not correct, at least 
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effective. Actual production is very likely to have a very different structure from 
laboratory production, in many respects reflecting that of spontaneous learner 
varieties. 

The main results obtained reported in this book are not revolutionary or sur- 
prising per se. The greater difficulty of production compared to comprehension, 
differences in grammatical accuracy depending on the task and the existence 
of marked forms are all facts long acknowledged or at least suspected by both 
linguistics and language teachers. In this respect, the present work confirms exis- 
tent observations and brings additional details or domains of application: to name 
but a few, the acquisition of Slavic languages as L2s have been poorly researched 
so far, and first exposure studies are only limited to a very short time-span under 
strictly laboratory conditions. The VILLA project attempted to apply the same 
rigorous rationale to a communicative situation to a certain extent comparable 
to existing language teaching practices. 

What gives new value to the results presented in this book is precisely the 
thorough methodology through which they were collected. While the tenden- 
cies which emerged from the analysis were mostly known to SLA and language 
teaching research, the doubt remained that what appeared to be a property of 
the target structure or a shared acquisitional fact would in fact be due to factors 
beyond experimental control, among which chiefly the learner's previous expo- 
sure to the target language (as well as to other languages) and input varying in 
amount and quality. These factors of variability were either eliminated or experi- 
mentally controlled in the VILLA project, which makes it possible to focus on the 
actual acquisitional facts thanks to the reduced disturbance from extra-linguistic 
factors. 

Input control is particularly essential in the debate between nativism and gen- 
erativism as to its role in the shaping the interlanguage: with respect to the for- 
mer, the results show that learners do not always conform to the patterns found 
in the input, but on the contrary are able to generalise them in an innovative 
way in order to create new structures, perhaps partly reproducing structures be- 
longing to the L1. This is particularly evident in semi-spontaneous production, 
in which structures occur which are ungrammatical in Polish and as such never 
occurred in the input. This observation is indeed consistent with the learner vari- 
ety approach, which shows that learners manipulate the building blocks of input 
(words and constructions) in a manner that is not always in line with the target 
language, but that is largely shared cross-linguistically. Again, however, no in- 
put control was attempted in these studies, so that this crucial variable inevitably 
remained a possible source of explanation. 
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8 Conclusion 


Rather than answer new questions, the present study made it possible to an- 
swer existing questions in a more rigorous and comprehensive manner. The 
wealth of data collected for each learner within the VILLA project describes a 
rich picture comprising a variety of factors that are not usually found together 
in a single experiment. Although the present work only used a subset of the data, 
it conclusions can be further refined or expanded in light of other thoroughly con- 
trolled variables. It is hoped that the present analysis made a useful contribution 
towards the identification of what really matters in SLA, by controlling some of 
the many variables impacting on each individual learning experience. 
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Pronunciation guide 


Below we provide a quick pronunciation guide to Polish standard orthography, 
useful for reading the examples produced by the native speaker. This section is 
only intended as a reading aid: for a detailed description of Polish phonology, see 
Gussman (2007). 


Orth. IPA notes example IPA 

a a ale ‘but’ [ale] 

a əN! before stops and affricates początek [po'fontek] 
a ow before fricative and word-final mamq ‘mum[ins]’ [‘mamow] 
b b niebieski ‘blue’ [‘niebo] 

c ts co ‘what’ [tso] 

é te pié ‘to drink’ [pite] 

ch X dach ‘roof’ [dax] 

ci te ciągnie ‘pulls’ ['‘teongnie] 
CZ ts czarny ‘black’ [farni] 

d d dom ‘home’ [dom] 

dz dz bardzo ‘very’ [bardzo] 
dź dz dźwięk ‘sound’ [dzvienk] 
dz dz drozdze ‘yeast’ [drozdze] 
dzi dz gdzie ^where' [gdze] 

e € we ‘in’ [ve] 

e EN before stops and affricates między ‘between’ — [mlendzi] 
e ew _ before fricative meza ‘husband’ [mewza] 
e € word-final kawe 'coffee [kave] 

f f flaga ‘flag’ [flaga] 

g g gra ‘game’ [gra] 

h X hotel ‘hotel’ [ xotel] 

i i i and [i 
ij jai [ja] 

i i kolor ‘colour’ [‘kolor] 

ł w mały ‘small’ [mawi] 
m m mama ‘mum’ [mama] 


‘The nasal archiphoneme [N] indicates that the nasal consonant is homorganic with the follow- 
ing segment, and may be realised by its alveolar, bilabial or velar allophones. 


Pronunciation guide 


Orth. IPA notes example IPA 

n n komin ‘fireplace’ ` [komin] 

n n dzien ‘day’ [dzen] 

ni n niemiec ‘German’  [nemlets] 

o 2 to "this' [to] 

6 u mówić ‘to say’ [‘muvite] 

p p pokój 'room' [pokuj] 

r r rower ‘bike’ [rover] 

IZ 3 dobrze ‘good’ [dobze] 

s s jest ‘is’ [jest] 

$ € Spi ‘sleeps’ [epi] 

si rn siostra ‘sister’ [eostra] 

SZ f prosze ‘please’ [profe] 

t t tam ‘there’ [tam] 

u u tu ‘here’ [tu] 

w v w ‘in’ [v] 

y i ty ‘you’ [ti] 

H H jezdzi ‘goes’ [jezdzi] 

Z 3 mąż ‘husband’ [monf] 

Zi y^ zielony 'green' [zeloni] 
Notes 


e Lexical stress always falls on the penultimate syllable, except in learned 
loanwords from Greek or Latin and when clitics are attached, e.g. matem- 
atyka ‘mathematics’ [mate matika]; chodziliśmy we went’ [xo dzilicmi]; 


e Nasals and stops followed by pre-vocalic [i] are palatalised to various de- 
grees, e.g. niebieski ‘blue’ [n’eb’eski]. The letter <i> in this case effectively 
functions as a diacritic. 
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Utterance structure in initial L2 
acquisition 


This work is devoted to morphosyntactic processing in the earliest stages of L2 Polish. 
The target structure taken into consideration is the morphosyntactic opposition between 
the nominative and accusative case, respectively corresponding to the subject and object 
function. This is the first book-length work devoted to the VILLA project, a first-exposure 
experiment in which 90 adult learners with five different L1s took part in a 14-hour Polish 
course under controlled input conditions. As participants had never been exposed to Pol- 
ish or other Slavic languages, the study portrays the very first contact with a completely 
new target language. The book offers an in-depth analysis of sensitive methodological 
points like the role of input properties and cross-linguistic influence on morphosyntac- 
tic processing, but also the impact of semantics on semi-spontaneous production and 
variability related to elicitation techniques. 


